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Abstract 
Systemic Textual Analysis (STA) uses a text-based approach to teaching writing based on a combination of the genre-based 
theory and systemic functional linguistics. Central to this approach is a teacher-learner collaborative analysis of various text types 
in terms of structure and texture through the use of genre analysis and systemic functional grammar. Using STA as an instruction 
method in the construction of the English clause types, this paper compares the pre and post instruction pieces of writing 
produced by an ESL undergraduate in the writing class. The marked improvement with regards to clause construction in the 
student’s post instruction text indicates the potential of such an approach to successful ESL teaching and learning. 
© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
A Systemic Textual Analysis-based (henceforth STA) instruction uses as its tool a text. By text, I do not mean the 
extracted bits or excerpts of a text, but a whole text. This is an important point to highlight because I believe that one 
reason for the failure in learner writing, particularly among ESL learner writers, is that they have not been exposed 
to whole texts but at isolated bits and pieces of language which may not help to explain how a text is actually woven 
together to create meaning. According to Halliday (1985), a text is a semantic unit and therefore its overall meaning 
is possible only when the whole text is taken as a single unit of analysis.  
And because, at text level, the basic unit of meaning lies not in a word but a clause, it follows that one hallmark 
of good writing skills is a learner’s ability to construct clauses that seek to fulfil the meaning potential of a text for 
readers. The type of clause and its construction is pivotal to help writers set out the logical relations between ideas 
and entities in a text and readers to process those relationships logically. And yet, language teachers, particularly in 
ESL classrooms, do not spend sufficient time or utilise adequate methods to teaching the clause patterns and their 
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constructions. As a result, clause construction remains one of the more challenging areas in ESL teaching and 
learning.  
This paper presents the STA-based approach as one possible method to teaching the English clause system. It 
provides a detailed study of an ESL learner’s written pre and post instruction texts (see Appendix) to demonstrate 
how the employment of such instruction has helped improve her writings skills in the target language. The paper 
sets out to address the question: To what extent can a STA-based method of instruction help an average ESL learner 
maximise the use of the English clause system to convey the logical meaning of a particular text type?
2. Methodology & Analysis 
This study was undertaken in the English writing class for second year undergraduates from the various Science 
programmes at the local university, As this paper is more concerned with a detailed assessment of STA as a practical 
teaching-learning method in the ESL classroom than with representativeness of student performance, the focus is on 
the pre and post instruction texts written by one student. The subject is a second-year student pursuing an English 
medium science degree at the university. She is an ESL speaker with Chinese as her L1 and home language. 
Although she uses English with her non-Chinese speaking peers at the university, she is clearly more comfortable 
when speaking in Chinese or Mandarin. She is of average proficiency in English. Proficiency here is measured in 
terms of her current written class assignments and her exam score for the previous semester (she scored a C in the 
exam, which is between 60% and 70%). As it was thought that the potential of STA instruction could be best 
reflected through the performance of an average ESL learner, she was considered the best candidate for the study.  
She was first asked to read a science-related article of her choice from the different sources (e.g. journals, books 
etc) and then asked to write a brief critical review of the article with the purpose of recommending it to potential 
readers. The completed written text (Text A) was collected by the instructor. Over the next two weeks, the student 
was presented with a number of model review texts under the review genre. Using the whole text SFG-based 
approach, instruction consisted of joint instructor-student analysis of the clauses in a review text. Generally, 
instruction is aimed at raising the student’s awareness of the constitutive constituents (nominal, verbal, adverbial 
etc) that make up a clause, the patterns and types of clauses, the construction of clauses and the role of conjunctions 
in the formation of clauses. After instruction, the student was then asked to submit a re-written version of her 
original review text (Text B). Both the student’s pre and post instruction texts were then subjected to a clausal 
analysis to assess the impact of instruction on the quality of student writing.  
When it came to analysing the clause structure, two main types of clauses were considered: the clause simplex 
and the clause complex. Furthermore, the construction of the clause complex was analysed in terms of parataxis (co-
ordinating clauses) and hypotaxis (subordinating clauses) (Eggins, 2004; Halliday, 1986). Analysis was also carried 
out on the embedded clauses in both texts, how they were incorporated into the main clause type to add on to their 
meanings. Symbols used to denote the different clause types during analysis were adapted from that used on work 
on systemic functional linguistics, and within the Hallidayan Systemic Functional Grammar or SFG literature (Bloor 
& Bloor, 2004; Eggins, 2004). In addition and according to the tradition of SFG, embedding clauses in this analysis 
was not considered as a clause at the rank of either a clause simplex or clause complex but was indicated as a lower 
rank shift of both. Based on this system of analysis, the different types of clauses for Text A and Text B were 
subjected to a clausal analysis. In addition each clause in the text was also subjected to a grammatical analysis for 
accuracy, including verb tense and tense aspects, sentence order, subject-verb agreement, use of conjunctions and 
adverbs.  
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3. Results & Discussion 
Results of the clausal analysis for the pre and post instruction texts are displayed in Table 1. 
Table 1. Comparison of the types of clauses and their syntactic accuracy for Text A & Text B
Types of Clauses                                   Frequency of occurrence (%) 
                 Text A (N=8)                   Text B (N=11) 
  Syntactic Accuracy   Syntactic Accuracy  
Clause Simplex 
Clause Complex 
Parataxis 
Hypotaxis 
Embedding 
0%
100%
50% 
50% 
100%
NA 
37.5%
0%
36%
63%
36% 
27% 
72%
100%
54.5%
80%
  
There were altogether eight sentences (N=8) in Text A and eleven sentences (N=11) in Text B. The table shows 
that while there is no occurrence of the clause simplex in Text A, 36% (4 out of eleven sentences) of the sentences 
in Text B are made up of the clause simplex. In the text, the clause simplex was used as a concluding statement to 
information provided earlier on, for example ‘Therefore this article by Ffion Rpgers reviews information about the 
effects related to our health (Clause Simplex 1)’ which served to conclude the preceding information about the good 
and bad effects of caffeine. The clause simplex was also used as a lead-in statement to expand upon an idea or 
message. ‘This article is directed toward students and public members who are either consuming caffeine or just 
want to gain some knowledge (Clause Simplex IV)’, for example, introduced the following elaborative comments 
made about the target audience/readership: that the article may not be appropriate for specialists in the field.
Similarly, Clause Simplex II served to initiate the summary stage of the topic: The author has produced a highly 
readable article which nearly covers all the important issues under the subtopics was followed by a summary of the 
issues put forward by the author.  
As for the clause complex, there appears to be more instances of the clause complex in Text A when compared to 
Text B (100%:63%). However, the clausal analysis also shows that in terms of syntactic accuracy, Text A has a 
lower rate of accuracy when compared to Text B. By syntactic accuracy, it means the percentage of grammatically 
correct clause construction. Only three of the total eight sentences (37.5%) in Text A were correctly formed whereas 
six out of the eleven sentences (54.5%) were correctly formed in Text B, four of which were clause simplexes. 
Inaccuracy ranges from errors in subject verb agreement (e.g. *Caffeine can be addictive and are dangerous (Text 
A)) to the inconsistent use of verb tense (e.g. *…consists of seven subtopics from a good introduction and ended
with a short but clear conclusion (Text B)) and the correct use of quantifiers (e.g. … *as there are not much issues 
in this article (Text B)). 
Both texts also showed the use of embedded clauses, although its frequency of occurrence was higher in Text A 
than B (100% : 72%). However, again in terms of syntactic accuracy, none of the embedded clauses in Text A are 
found to be accurately constructed compared to the 80% syntactic accuracy for Text B. The problem appears to be in 
the use of the progressive (e.g. *Caffeine can reduce… and at the same time [caffeine] increasing the metabolic 
rate…; *either cause harm or give benefit… depends on the amount of intake…) and the infinitive (e.g. …*can 
result in difficulty to conceive, [difficulty to] miscarriage or [difficulty to] underweight babies with the square 
brackets indicating elliptic items.) The problem is further compounded by the high frequency of occurrence in 
multiple embedding, evident in both texts:  
  
Example 1 (Text A)
Caffeine can reduce the risk of developing diseases or cancers and at the same  
 time increasing the metabolic role which gives benefit to the athletes.  
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Example 2 (Text B)
Highlight of the subtopics include two subtopics that is health benefits which  
show that it can reduce the risk of developing Parkinson’s disease and other  
 illness and health risks which include suffering from tachycardia and  
 palpitations. 
In addition to potential syntactic errors, multiple embedding of clauses as shown in the examples above have also 
resulted in hyper-compression of meanings that may act to obstruct the dynamic flow of the clause. This ‘overload’ 
of meanings tends to make it difficult for readers to separate the main idea presented in a clause from all its other 
supporting ideas. Furthermore, while multiple embedded clauses may often be found in children literature and folk 
tales (Bloor & Bloor, 2004), it is not quite clear how effective they are in academic or formal writing where 
information tends to be more focused, factual and concise.   
Also, embedding in Text A was mostly restricted to those of the progressive (consuming caffeine, increasing the 
metabolic rate) and the relative clause (which gives benefit to the athletes, which contain 100mg each, which 
contain less than 40mg) with a few instances of the ‘to’ infinitive (to conceive, to keep one’s awake or refresh). A 
greater variety of embedded clauses are shown in Text B where in addition to the progressive, relative clause and 
‘to’ infinitive, they include the use of circumstance (about the effects related to our health, of developing 
Parkinson’s disease). 
Generally, with regards to clause construction, Table 1 shows that there is a greater variety of clause types in 
Text B when compared to Text A. Text B also shows greater control in the use of clause complexes than Text A 
when syntactic accuracy is taken into consideration. 
4. Conclusion 
The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the potential of STA as a method of instruction in the ESL writing 
classroom. A comparison of the pre and post written texts of an ESL undergraduate found that such an approach has 
helped the student to improve on all aspects of the clause construction. The post instruction text displayed a wider 
variety of clause patterns as well as a higher level of syntactic accuracy when compared with the pre instruction text. 
Based on the results, it can be predicted that a longer instruction period could have yielded even better results. 
Indeed, STA could be a viable instruction tool if ESL teachers make an effort to stop holding onto traditional ideas 
about grammar and language teaching, even when it is quite obvious that such ideas do not seem to bring about 
improvements in learner writing in the ESL classroom. 
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Appendix A.   
Student pre-instruction review text 
TEXT A 
TEXT B 
Caffeine 
Caffeine, earlier consumed in the 15th century, is known to keep one’s awake or refresh. 
According to researchers, consuming caffeine can give benefits or risks to the 
consumer’s health. Caffeine can reduce the risk of developing diseases or cancers and at 
the same time increasing the metabolic role which gives benefit to the athletes. 
However, consumers who overconsume caffeine can suffer from high blood pressure 
and other symptoms. Caffeine can be addictive and are dangerous to women or pregnant 
women as it can result in difficulty to conceive, miscarriage or underweight babies. 
According to the caffeine contents of popular foods and drinks, a mug of instant coffee 
and a cup of brewed coffee which contain 100mg each are the highest whereas a can of 
cola which contain less than 40mg is the lowest. It is known that drinks containing more 
than 150mg caffeine are considered extremely high. Overall, consuming caffeine can 
either cause harm or give benefit to consumers depends on the amount of intake from the 
consumers. 
Caffeine 
Most people in today’s world rely on caffeine either to refresh or keep them awake. 
Consuming caffeine may bring benefit to us mentally but what kind of effect will it bring 
to us physically? Therefore this article by Ffion Rogers reviews information about the 
effects related to our health. The article is well-structured which consists of seven 
subtopics from a good introduction and ended with a short but clear conclusion. 
The author has produced a highly readable article which nearly covers all the important 
issues under the subtopics. According to the author, caffeine has been consumed since the 
15th century. Highlight of the subtopics include two subtopics that is health benefits which 
show that it can reduce the risk of developing Parkinson’s disease and other illness and 
health risks which include suffering from tachycardia and palpitations. The article also 
concludes with two subtopics on the effect of caffeine on pregnancy and caffeine labelling 
showing a table of typical caffeine contents of popular foods and drinks.  
Overall, these subtopics are very satisfying and well-written. This article is directed 
toward students and public members who are either consuming caffeine or just want to 
gain some knowledge. However, some specialized researchers especially students who are 
specializing on the effect of caffeine may be disappointed as there are not much issues in 
this article. 
